
Imagine when our water systems steward this precious resource with the next seven generations 
in mind, for all the earth, for all people, for all time. What would our legal, our engineering,  
our public service practices, even the fabric our communities look like if we managed water 
as a commons? 

Climate change and profound social injustices make sharing water among the world’s people an 
urgent challenge for our generation. Together we must do away with the popular delusion that 
fresh water is limitless and act with the knowledge that water is not a commodity but a precious 
common good. When we learn to better steward and share water, we will be a better people, 
responsible world citizens with more hope for a just and healthy future.

“Local Control and Management of Our Water Commons: Stories of Rising to the Challenge” 
gathers 21 cases from around the world, offering insight into water struggles based on claiming 
water as a commons. The cases present innovations in such critical areas as new legal frame-
works,  management of public water delivery and fair pricing and methods to protect the  
earth’s rights to water.
 
The alternatives described in these case studies – just a small sample as there is a true wealth  
of them – illustrate ground-breaking work underway around the world.
 
Human Rights Enshrined in Law: From Uruguay to South Africa to the United Nations,  
community organizations have sought – and in some 
cases won! – binding covenants and laws declaring  
water a fundamental human right. Although these 
declarations are often compromised by a lack of political 
will and enforcement capacity, there is clearly a popular 
groundswell around the globe crying out that no one 
should be denied the life that water provides. Legal  
and constitutional innovations are gaining traction  
to protect water as a commons.
 
Community Control, Public Delivery and 
Democratisation: From Bolivia to South Africa to 
Great Britain to California, communities are taking  
back their public water systems from failed privatization 
experiments. Through trial and error, they are experi-
menting with community-managed water utilities that 
deliver quality water at fair prices. To do so, they are 
beating back unjust mechanisms like pre-paid water 
meters that cut families off from their liquid lifeline and 
questioning whether “free basic water” schemes aren’t 
simply harsh systems of cost recovery in disguise. 
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Adequate Infrastructure Investment: From Bangladesh to Brazil and through public-public 
partnerships around the world, public water utilities search for the long-term financing – in  
particular public loans over private equity – so essential to improving water delivery infrastruc-
ture. These public utilities are bucking a privatization trend, refusing development bank financ-
ing conditionally offered when public utilities privatize. In contrast, these public utilities seek  
to learn from one another to overcome management, engineering and financial obstacles. 
 
Earth Rights and Watershed-based Agencies: From Rajasthan to the United States, water 
governance is being taken on by local groups organized around natural contours – the world’s 
river basins. In India, Tarun Bharat Sangh constructs johads, earthen small-scale reservoirs that 
help to harvest rainwater and improve the recharge of groundwater resources. Managing water 
as a commons means respecting the earth’s rights to water as well. 
 
Protecting Customary and Collective Use: From the Andean region of South America to 
the American Southwest, indigenous communities are setting precedent by pressuring their gov-
ernments to recognize collective water rights and customary uses of water sources (wells, dams, 
rivers and rainwater). Customary uses include collective control, responsibility and management 
of, for example, irrigation systems and springs. These cases seek to advance the public good and 
a notion of property rights in which the collective prevails over the individual and corporation.
 
Common Assets Trusts: To curb the unsustainable exploitation of a natural commons like 
groundwater, U.S. states such as Vermont have passed legislation recognizing groundwater as 
common property, subject to usage limits and community prioritization. Such restrictions, could, 
for example, restrict commodification of water by water bottlers and privilege essential uses; 
fees charged to industrial users could feed a public trust whose use could be determined  
by the public.
 
These cases are intended to provoke dialogue and new strategies for water justice. The full paper 
is posted at www.ourwatercommons.org. Challenges, contradictions and questions abound that 
we must, as a society of environmentalists, engineers, lawyers, politicians, public water manag-
ers and more, explore and resolve together.  As we seek positive solutions to the limits of our 
present water  management systems – using commons principles as a guide  
(see www.ourwatercommons.org for Maude Barlow’s 
paper on this theme), together we will build the 
cooperation and political power required 
to overcome the challenges 
that we face in common.
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